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Recruitment and Retention in Not-for-Profit Organisations: Tailored Strategies for 

Younger and Older Volunteers  

 

Introduction 

A recent special issue of Employee Relations examining the “Dynamics of Employment 

Relations and HRM in Nonprofit Organizations” (Akingbola et al., 2020) investigated 

aspects such as new public management (O’Rourke, 2020) and governance (Diaz and Rees, 

2020). However, there remains little investigation of HRM practices such as recruitment and 

retention in not-for-profit organisations (Akingbola, 2013; Akingbola et al., 2020), despite 

researchers recognising the purposeful nature of work without paid reward (Bartram et al., 

2017). Given the variety of essential roles in the not-for-profit sector, it is of importance for 

not-for-profit organisations, volunteers themselves, and also the wider economy, that the 

specific motivations of these volunteers are better understood.  This is particularly important 

given that one of the key rewards, namely pay, is absent from this type of relationship, and 

thus the influence of other types of reward must be considered. 

 

Importantly for this study, not-for-profits are affected by contextual constraints linked to age.  

Two contemporary trends observed are firstly an ageing population in many economies (for 

example in the United Kingdom, Japan, and Australia), and secondly high youth 

unemployment (for example across the European Union, but particularly in nations such as 

Greece and Spain), which together influence the pool of available volunteers.  In this context, 

age becomes particularly important, as there is a large pool of potential youth volunteers who 

hope to develop skills, but also an increasing number of older community members who 

volunteer, who are often retired and very experienced. The business-like management of 
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volunteers (De Clerck et al., 2020; Maier et al., 2014; Young, 2020) and shortages of 

volunteers (Bussell and Forbes, 2002) require effective strategies to recruit and retain these 

scarce resources (Ridder et al., 2012).  This research therefore investigates motivations and 

rewards sought by younger people, core-age workers, and older people in order to understand 

recruitment and retention of volunteers.  The findings indicate that a differentiated strategy is 

needed, as generic recruitment and retention strategies do not fit all volunteer groups.  

Younger people are influenced by their transition into paid employment, while the older 

group are transitioning out of employment.  By determining differences in motivations to 

volunteer it is possible to create tailored recruitment strategies, whilst consideration of 

differences in preferences for rewards allows for development of tailored retention strategies 

for a diverse pool of potential volunteers and current volunteers. 

 

Volunteering and not-for-profit organisations 

Not-for-profit organisations exist in an extremely competitive environment (Dolincar and 

Lazarevski, 2009), and as such these organisations have increasingly been looking to adopt 

business strategies as seen in the for-profit sector (Studer, 2016).  A key area in which they 

can do this is through more sophistically developed human resource management techniques 

(Bartram et al., 2017).  However, Cooper et al. (2020:1087) recently noted in their systematic 

literature review of research in non-profit HRM that “We were surprised to see so few 

articles on NPO recruitment and/or selection of employees during the past four years.” By 

comparison, research in for-profit organisations over many years has led to complex models 

of both recruitment and retention investigating the motivations of both younger (Taylor, 

2007) and older workers (Henkens et al., 2008).  This has been developed mainly in larger 

organisations, with work on SMEs being less well developed (Nolan and Garaven, 2015). 
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Kataria et al. (2020) note the importance of articles investigating both recruitment and 

retention in journals such as Employee Relations.  However, recent studies of recruitment and 

selection (for example, Prince and Kabst, 2019; Rieucau, 2015) and retention (for example 

Agus and Selvaraj, 2020; Azeem et al., 2020) continue to be mainly based in a for-profit 

environment.  Importantly, Cnaan and Cascio (1999) note fundamental differences between 

paid and unpaid work, suggesting that these models of recruitment and retention need 

substantial development when being transferred from the for-profit sector to the not-for-profit 

sector.  Crucially, Johansen and Sowa (2019:549) state that “Human resource management 

(HRM) has been shown to impact organizational performance, but more research is needed 

on particular human resource (HR) practices in nonprofits and their effect on performance”.  

As such, a key aim of this article is to establish models for recruitment and retention of 

volunteers in the absence of pay as a reward.  In particular, differing motivations across three 

age groups (young people, core workers, and older people) are established, and differences in 

preference for rewards investigated. 

 

Motivations to Volunteer 

Consideration of motivations to volunteer allows for the creation of tailored recruitment 

strategies.  In general it is believed that people are driven to volunteer by several motivations 

and needs (Finkelstien, 2009). An individual may use a combination of motives, and the 

combination may also change over time (Grönlund et al., 2011).  In terms of 

sociopsychological motives, both altruistic as well as egoistic elements may be driving the 

individual to volunteer; this would be a multidimensional combination which is unique to the 

individual (Studer and Schnurbein, 2012).  These can be considered as personal and 
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subjective, and seen as a readiness to respond to certain stimuli (Wilson, 2012).  The well-

established construct of intrinsic and extrinsic motivators has previously also been explored 

(Author B, 2019; Suh, 2018).  When considering volunteering, an example of an intrinsic 

motivation to volunteer is satisfaction, or desire to feel useful, whereas an extrinsic 

motivation might be a desire to increase social recognition (Antoni, 2009). 

 

Rewards for Volunteering 

In addition to the motivations as to why individuals may undertake voluntary work, it is 

important to investigate the rewards that they receive and/or pursue in line with their 

motivations.  If a person is in a mandatory programme of volunteering, they are less likely to 

show positive intentions to volunteer again in the future (Henderson et al., 2014), so 

understanding rewards to increase the intention to volunteer again is essential (Ihm and Baek, 

2020).  Consideration of desired rewards for volunteering allows for the creation of tailored 

retention strategies.  By definition, those who work on a voluntary basis and who are not paid 

for their work do not receive what would be seen as the most frequently used reward for work 

– pay.  However, further relational and intangible rewards, particularly related to the work 

environment and to learning and development, are valued by volunteers. 

 

The rewards for people who volunteer can be broadly categorised into economic (coupons, 

prizes, rebates), social (praise, commendation) or other (certificates, feedback) ‘reinforcers’ 

which aim to encourage/discourage repeat behaviours and in the case of volunteering to thank 

those involved (Andreasen and Kotler, 2008; Walk et al., 2019), and which should broadly 

mirror the reasons why people volunteer (Clary et al., 1998).  The rewards mechanism works 
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along the psychological approach that reinforcement will reward or punish certain 

behaviours, with the aim being to encourage repeat, long-term volunteering (Andreasen and 

Kotler, 2008).  These rewards may be of different value for different groups – for example, 

we may find that younger workers value the opportunity to use voluntary work as an 

opportunity to learn new skills, whereas older people value the involvement of working 

within a group of people.  We turn now to investigate both motivations and rewards 

differentiated by age (John et al., 2011), investigating first the case of young people. 

 

Young people and volunteering  

A young worker is defined by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) as a worker 

between the ages of 16 and 24 (ILO, 2011).  For this group, unemployment levels across 

many economies of the world have been described as a crisis (ILO, 2013) following the 

economic downturn of 2008, and early evidence suggests that it is sectors with high 

proportions of younger workers that are being disproportionately badly affected by the 

Covid-19 pandemic.  In advanced economies, the number of young people unemployed rose 

by around 25% following the financial crisis (ILO, 2013).  Across the OECD prior to the 

pandemic, the youth unemployment rate of 11.1 % was higher than the average of 5.2% 

(OECD, 2020), although this had declined in the last three years from 13.9% (OECD, 

2020).  In the US, the youth unemployment rate of 8.6% is again higher than the national 

average of 3.6%.  Within the EU, the UK youth unemployment rate is higher than the average 

at 11.3% as compared to 3.8%.  Spain and Greece are performing particularly badly, with 

average unemployment rates of 14.1% and 17.4%, and youth unemployment rates of 34.4% 

and 39.9% (OECD, 2020).  These have again declined from youth unemployment rates three 

years previously of 48.4% and 49.8% respectively (OECD, 2020).  These figures are all 
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likely to worsen again, however, following the Covid-19 pandemic.  During the periods of 

unemployment these young people are experiencing, they may wish to develop skills in order 

to aid in transitions into paid employment.  Voluntary work can give them an opportunity to 

do this.  By providing this opportunity, a non-profit organisation can receive labour from 

these young people in return for non-economic benefits. 

 

Periods of work experience have historically been important for young people as the start of 

their working lives are hampered by a lack of skill development and work experience. 

Shildrick et al. (2012) note that there is often a long-term churn between employment and 

unemployment at the start of a person’s working life.  Periods of unemployment can be used 

to develop skills, perhaps via a training course, or through an unpaid or voluntary role.  When 

in employment, the initial jobs that young people do are often low skilled, low paid, low 

quality and on a temporary basis (Shildrick et al., 2012).  As a result, there is little or no 

opportunity to develop skills to move into permanent roles.  This makes skill and experience 

development during periods of unemployment particularly important, with voluntary work 

providing such opportunities. In a qualitative study of young people’s experiences of unpaid 

work and, in particular, self-initiated work experience, Simms et al. (2013:49) find that “they 

found these experiences very helpful and were acutely aware that they were developing the 

skills that future employers would require, although they were often quite vague about what 

those skills were. They were very positive about these experiences even where they had 

concluded that they did not wish to pursue a career in that area.”  Younger people can, 

therefore, clearly benefit from volunteering, and this is a valuable potential pool of volunteers 

for not-for-profit organisations.   
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Older people and volunteering 

Despite the mutual benefits of sourcing younger volunteers, many not-for-profits continue to 

rely on older volunteers who are often retired.  This means that the numbers of older 

volunteers are proportionally much higher than younger ones (Broadbridge and Horne, 1994; 

Hank and Erlinghagen, 2014; Ingen and Dekker, 2011).  Although these groups both provide 

valuable resource for not-for-profits, we may find differences in their motivations to 

volunteer, and therefore a need for differing recruitment and retention strategies.  For 

example, Birkett (2013) notes that retirees see their change in employment status as an 

opportunity to do voluntary work (see also Duberley et al., 2014). Additionally, competing 

demands for time for this group are not necessarily paid employment, as we see with the core 

age group, but social and caring responsibilities.  Moving into retirement can challenge 

identity and lead to new lifestyles (Barnes and Parry, 2004). Activities undertaken such as 

volunteering may help retiring older people form new identities or constitute a continuation 

of a career (Cook, 2015; Schau et al., 2009).  As such, not only in retirement but also in the 

lead up to retirement, we could see aspects of identity as important for older volunteers. 

 

Although retirement represents a change in status, retirees may wish to undertake volunteer 

work that is similar to their previous paid work in order to both draw upon this experience, 

and also to ensure a continuous identity (Ibarra, 1999; Sargent et al., 2013). In contrast to 

young people’s issues, we could therefore expect a different set of motivations and rewards 

for older volunteers.  Given that older cohorts are more likely to be transitioning out of work, 

it is less likely they will be motivated and rewarded by work related aspects including career 

and economic considerations.  For older adults, altruistic and religious values, physical 

health, and frequent contact with friends are all linked to volunteering engagement (Dury et 
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al., 2015).  For older adults the benefits derived from volunteering include increased levels of 

subjective health when compared to non-volunteers (Li et al., 2013).  

 

The changing donation landscape 

The Covid-19 pandemic has created significant changes to both the supply of and demand for 

voluntary workers, with differing impacts along the age spectrum.  Importantly, these are not 

static changes to the donation landscape, and these are likely to endure for many years.  This 

is also underlined by the need for charities to provide more in terms of public services given 

public finances in countries such as the UK (Mohan and Bennett, 2019).  This therefore 

requires a sophisticated approach to recruitment and retention of volunteers.  Firstly, the 

predicted ongoing recession and high levels of unemployment are likely to be most keenly 

felt by young people.  The pandemic has caused lasting damage to sectors with higher 

proportions of younger workers, such as high street retail, leisure and hospitality (UK 

Government, 2021).  This will in turn lead to high levels of youth unemployment, and a 

potential need to reskill to seek employment in different sectors.  Previous unemployment 

crises have led to young people seeking new areas in which to train, and a desire for these 

skills to be certificated (Lailoti, 2019).  At the other end of the age spectrum, older workers 

are more likely to take advantage of voluntary severance packages offered by employers 

wishing to reduce their workforce, and thus to move into an unforeseen early retirement.  

These new entrants to volunteering, who may be unaware of the potential benefits, must be 

targeted by not-for-profits in order to realise the potential mutual gains of volunteering. 
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Given the unequal health impacts of the pandemic, it is older people who are more likely to 

require assistance as provided by the third sector.  However, there has been a significant shift 

in the way that this kind of help is delivered, with the growth of new organisations who have 

filled specific new gaps in provision, for example delivering shopping to those self-isolating.  

In the case of financial donation, this is found to have increased to neighbours, friends, and 

family as opposed to more formal charity donation (Authors, 2021). Resource scarcity is 

compounded for smaller organisations who are found to receive lower levels of financial 

donation (Ressler et al., 2020).  ‘Giving’ during the pandemic has therefore been 

characterised by greater levels of informality, both in the giving of money but also through 

the giving of time to local and informal providers.  These smaller organisations will face 

differing recruitment and retention challenges because, as seen in the for-profit sector, these 

organisations frequently lack human resource experience or expertise (Nolan and Garaven, 

2016).    

 

These changes are likely to endure as smaller providers who dealt with the initial health 

issues of the pandemic develop to address the economic and social issues caused by both the 

health and economic harm.  As such, it is useful to draw also upon HRM literature related to 

recruitment and retention in SMEs.  These are characterised by higher levels of informality in 

their HR processes (for example Timming, 2011), which are often conducted by people in the 

organisation without specific HR experience or knowledge (Behrends, 2007).  Importantly, 

Nolan and Garavan (2015) note that literature related to HR practices in SMEs is not as 

developed as in large organisations.  Additionally, it has been noted that HR practices from 

large organisations may not be easily transferred to SMEs because of the levels of informality 

in those organisations (Nolan and Garavan, 2016; Wapshott et al., 2014).  Similarly, practices 

related to recruitment and retention as found in large charitable organisations such as the Red 
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Cross or WWF may not be suitable for smaller organisations in the voluntary sector (Smith 

and Grove, 2017). 

 

Smaller organisations in the not-for-profit sector are likely to face similar issues to SMEs in 

the for-profit sector, particularly related to recruitment and retention.  For example, newly 

formed organisations in the for-profit sector are noted as providing lower levels of reward 

(Nyström and Elvung, 2015), while Nyström (2019) notes the difficulties that new and 

smaller organisations face when attempting to recruit new starters.  Additionally, it may be 

that the expectations placed on volunteers within these smaller organisations are similar to 

those expectations placed on workers within smaller organisations in the for-profit sector.  

For example, Stewart and Knowles (2000) find that for-profit SMEs expect immediate 

contributions from new hires, even on graduate schemes for young workers, and this may 

also be the case in smaller third sector organisations who concentrate on immediate results 

rather than long-term development and retention.  As such, in developing recruitment and 

retention strategies we incorporate here findings from across the for-profit HRM literature in 

order to acknowledge the variety of firms in the third sector. 

 

Research Aim  

Given the drive of organisations in the not-for-profit sector towards more business-like 

practices, particularly in the context of high youth unemployment and altered transitions into 

retirement, this research investigates how people may differ in their motivations to volunteer, 

and rewards sought from volunteering.  We postulate that youth motivations are aligned with 

the need to find paid work and that, by comparison, the older group of 65+ years will be 
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concerned with life fulfilment and enrichment.  By using age segments, a differentiated 

model of recruitment can be generated.   Further, this research aims to investigate the 

influence of age on attitudes towards rewards and benefits, thus allowing for the development 

of tailored retention strategies.  By investigating volunteering with a focus on different age 

groups, we may be able to better understand rewards and motivations in greater depth.  For 

example, employers report that some form of work experience often aids young people with 

transitions from unemployment into a job (Handy et al., 2009; Jones, 2000).  By comparison, 

we expect social rewards and public recognition to be more important for the older group 

(Cook, 2015).  Integrating literature from the for-profit sector related to both large 

organisations and SMEs, we develop tailored recruitment and retentions strategies for 

younger and older volunteers. 

 

Methodology 

To investigate the motivations of people to undertake voluntary work, secondary data about 

volunteering is used and analysed with ANOVA and Chi-square.  The research uses data 

from the Citizenship Survey, which is a national survey conducted in the UK (n=16,966).  

The survey was run every two years from 2001, and then yearly from 2008, by the 

Department for Communities and Local Government to assess, amongst other things, 

community engagement.  The data has been used for a range of research purposes, from 

volunteering (Mohan and Bennett, 2019) to diversity and health outcomes (Russell Jonsson 

and Demireva, 2018).  The sample is designed to be representative of the UK population, and 

to give broad insights into the population and its behaviours and views.  The analysis uses 

three age category variables to identify motivation and reward variations; these categories 

being a youth group of those aged up to 24, a core, and an older group of those 65 years and 
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over. The analysis in this paper concentrates on the development of recruitment and retention 

strategies for the oldest and youngest group, comparing them both to each other and also to 

the core group.  An alternative approach to using age cohorts would be to use a lifecycle, 

such as that utilised by Bussell and Forbes (2003).  However, lifecycles in general have been 

criticised for various reasons (for example, Day, 1981; Lambkin and Day, 1989), and their 

problematic implementation makes them unviable for research such as this.   

 

The two methods of analysis which are used to investigate the research questions are 

ANOVA and Chi-square.  ANOVA and Chi-square techniques allow the understanding of 

relationships between variables and group membership (Hair et al., 2010).  ANOVA assesses 

group differences of variance (Hair et al., 2010).  Using a single dependent variable (group 

membership) ANOVA indicates if the mean variance for the independent variables is 

significantly different (Hair et al., 2010).  The dependent variable is categorical while the 

multiple independent variables are continuous.  Chi-square testing (contingency tables) is 

used to assess significant relationships between categorical variables (Malhotra et al., 2012); 

that is, to establish if variables are significantly different for each group included (Malhotra et 

al., 2012).  These techniques allow the researchers to understand volunteering motives and 

differences amongst age categories.   

 

Results 

The sample includes 16,966 people who were selected to represent the broader UK 

demographic.  The youth component of the sample consists of 1863 people, which is 11.0% 

of the sample.  The older group of those aged 65 and over is made up of 3293 people, 
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equivalent to 19.4% of the sample.  For the total sample 9135 people (53.8%) were female.  

Amongst younger people, this was 977 people (52.4%), and in the older group this was 1828 

people (55.5%).  Firstly, the analysis involves self-reported ‘pro-social behaviours’ 

(including volunteering, see Table 1) from the last 12 months.  For pro-social behaviours 

there are a number of differences between the cohorts of interest and the core group.  In each 

case there were significant differences between the three categories used for the estimate 

(p<0.01).  When comparing younger people and the older group, there were significant 

differences for each of the pro-social behaviours (p<0.01), apart from Formal volunteering in 

last 12 months which indicated no difference between the two groups (p>0.01).  The most 

striking differences between younger people and older groups are the extent of informal 

volunteering and employer volunteering.  It is the informal volunteering that also aids the 

larger Formal or informal volunteering in 12 months for the younger category.  The other 

area for consideration is workplace volunteering, but given employment rates this is not 

surprising.           

 

Insert Table 1:  Pro-Social Behaviour by Age Group  

 

In terms of understanding hours given to formal and informal volunteering, differences were 

analysed using ANOVA, with the results summarised in Table 1.  For the younger people 

5.69 hours, for the core group 6.60 hours, and for the older group 9.30 hours were given in 

the last 12 months to formal volunteering.  When comparing the youth and older groups 

(difference = 3.61 hours), this difference in hours is significant (p<0.01).  For informal 

volunteering, the mean time given was 4.82, 4.15 and 5.25 hours respectively.  Yet, when 

comparing the youth and older group by ANOVA, there is not a significant difference 
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(p>0.01).  So despite having a higher proportion of volunteers, the amount of time given on 

average is not different. This seems to go against the idea that the mid-life group has less time 

to volunteer but may be linked to the definition of informal help as this could incorporate 

caring responsibilities undertaken by the core age group.  

 

Having reviewed the nature of pro-social giving with regards to volunteering, we now move 

to understand the motivations of the different groups.  This allows not-for-profits to tailor 

recruitment strategies to different groups.  To complete this exploration, again Chi-square 

analysis is used to examine significant differences between groups.  There are several key 

features of interest here.  Firstly, a network effect is apparent, with family and friends more 

likely to be cited as a reason to volunteer by younger people than the older group.  26.7% of 

young people cite this reason as compared to 16.8% of the older group.  This might be 

expected if we assume that older people have established more of their own networks and are 

less reliant on others to provide connections, although this also goes against the idea that 

volunteering is often used as a means to overcome isolation and loneliness in age. The cause 

and general need for volunteers in the community were more likely to be cited by the older 

group, as was religion and life philosophy.  It could, therefore, be argued that older 

individuals have more philanthropic reasons for volunteering. Skills, career, and 

qualifications were all significantly more likely to be cited by the younger than the older age 

group, including ‘skill use’ which might refer to academic qualifications held by young 

people without corresponding practical knowledge (Simms et al., 2013).  These strongly 

indicate the importance of impact on future paid employment for younger people as 

compared to older workers, and the need for not-for-profits to highlight these potential 

benefits when recruiting young people. This is summarised in Table 2.         
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Insert Table 2:  Motivations to Volunteer 

 

Thus the general trends driving younger people and older groups into volunteering appear to 

be divergent.  Younger people are more likely to cite aspects related to employment, rather 

than community needs, social needs, or life aspects like religion and philosophy.  There is 

more of a network effect with younger people wanting to improve/help and more likely to be 

pulled in by family/friends.  Yet this is not coupled with social and community needs.  For 

the older group, making friends, answering the need in the community, and lifestyle areas 

such as spare time, philosophy and religion are all more important than for younger people.       

 

Moving now to the rewards for volunteering, and identifying links with retention of 

volunteers, we see a similar trend to that set out in the motivations to volunteer (summarised 

in Table 3).  Again, the differences presented are between the youngest and oldest groups. 

There are no differences in the responses regarding enjoyment, a chance to do something they 

are good at, health, and stress related items.  The older group has greater levels of agreement 

with making friends, satisfaction, getting out of oneself, and feeling needed.  Conversely, 

younger people have a greater level of agreement with broadening experience, personal 

achievement, and increased confidence.  Further, younger people have significantly higher 

proportions agreeing with the employment related items, improving prospects, learning skills, 

and getting qualifications.         

 

Insert Table 3:  Rewards for Volunteering  
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Of further interest when considering the rewards for volunteering are the areas which are not 

significantly different, thus identifying commonalities that can be used when retaining 

volunteers.  These rewards are: chance to do what they are good at, enjoyment, community 

valance, and health/stress benefits. The latter in particular is more commonly associated with 

older volunteers but applies equally to the younger group. However, there are some 

significant differences and the trend seems to correspond with the motivations to initially get 

involved with volunteering.  Younger people are more concerned with employment, skills 

and qualifications than the older group.  They have a far greater level of agreement with 

confidence, which can also be a key area for job interviews.  Broadening experiences and 

achievement can also be loosely tied to employment, with younger people getting far more 

reward from these two areas.  The older group is more concerned with meeting people, 

feeling needed, getting out of themselves, and feeling less selfish.  Thus they are more 

concerned with personal gains, social integration, communication, and recognition than the 

younger group.  By identifying and recognising both similarities and differences, it is now 

possible to indicate how recruitment and retention strategies for different groups of 

volunteers can be developed by not-for-profits. 

 

Discussion, conclusions, and implications 

The first interesting finding for both further research and comment is the difference between 

the levels of informal volunteering, particularly in the current donation landscape.  The Chi-

square analysis indicated a significant difference.  It is the older group that gives more time to 

formal volunteering (p<0.01) and, while not significantly different, more time to informal 

volunteering (p>0.01).  While we see a large disparity between the hours given between 
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younger people and the older groups for formal volunteering, there is no significant 

difference when it comes to informal giving of time.  Thus, the first finding shows the 

importance of finding the right motivators and rewards to entice younger people into formal 

organisational settings, particularly if they are recent entrants with experience only of 

informal settings. 

 

A second area of discussion to emerge from the results is the large disparity between younger 

peoples’ motivations and rewards.  40.6% of youth volunteers were motivated by the chance 

to learn new skills, yet only 27.1% note it as a satisfactory reward for the gift of labour.  

Similarly, 9.1% cite qualifications as a motivation to volunteer, yet only 5.2% name it as a 

reward with which they are satisfied. This speaks to the need of organisations to better cater 

to younger people, who can be a valuable source of volunteering hours.  This may be a 

particular issue, however, for smaller organisations with lower levels of HR experience 

(Nolan and Garavan, 2016) or who may concentrate on immediate results rather than long-

term development.  In contrast, the older group have some interesting rewards which outstrip 

the motivations to give time.  Perhaps the most salient is the friendship and companionship 

aspect. In terms of motivations, 39.3% of the older group indicated this was a reason to get 

involved.  Yet interestingly, when referring to rewards from the experience, 57.9% cited 

friendship as a key reward/benefit.  Again, as with the younger people, there is perhaps a 

misalignment around what the benefits and rewards are to this older group, and thus a 

requirement to tailor recruitment and retention strategies for this group. 

 

Recruitment and retention 
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When considering motivations to donate resources, perhaps unsurprisingly, young people are 

found to be less able to give financially to charitable organisations as compared to older age 

groups.  Importantly, financial pressures on younger people are also likely to have increased 

since the Covid-19 pandemic given the severe impacts on sectors such as retail and 

hospitality in which they are more likely to be based.  However, young people are able to 

give their labour, particularly during times of unemployment (Shildrick et al., 2012), or as 

seen in the Covid-19 pandemic response in the United Kingdom, in times of furlough.  By 

examining motivations to undertake voluntary work, charitable organisations can better 

create opportunities for young people to volunteer.  The items that they found most important 

were those related to their future paid work.  Rather than positive feelings about themselves, 

young people require some kind of formal recognition that they have participated in 

voluntary work, and as a result have developed skills that are of value to potential employers.  

These compare to previous models which have focussed on the core group, with recruitment 

based around financial donation to exploit higher levels of disposable income in a context of 

time poorness, and satisfaction in the work done acting as a retention strategy by speaking to 

those reward items more highly valued by the core group. 

 

Insert Diagram 1: Tailored Recruitment and Retention Strategies  

 

The findings indicate that younger people have different motivations to volunteer, thus 

requiring a different recruitment approach.  We term this a Skills Development approach.  

Owing to the problems with developing skills at the start of an individual’s career (Shildrick 

et al., 2012) or in times of unemployment, voluntary work can provide an opportunity to 

overcome this.  Importantly, Simms et al. (2013) find that work experience is found to be 
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more useful when individually arranged, rather than through formal work experience 

programmes.  This is particularly important for smaller third sector organisations, who may 

be able to tailor the programme to the individual rather than have a uniform offering, as also 

seen amongst SMEs in the for-profit sector who tailor their graduate or apprenticeship 

programmes.  It is important that smaller not-for-profits use insights gained from for-profit 

SMEs to tailor the roles that they can offer to the 16-24 group in order to ensure that they can 

use the experience to gain skills. 

 

When considering the retention strategy, it is further noted that younger people have differing 

preferences for rewards than the core 25-64 group, and so not-for-profits should follow what 

we term a Certification approach.  Younger volunteers have a clear requirement to have some 

kind of formal acknowledgement for the role they have undertaken, detailing the skills that 

they have developed, which can aid with their transition into paid work.  Although this would 

present little extra cost to the not-for-profit organisation, this formal recognition is of great 

value to younger people at the start of their careers.  This is, however, not an area in which 

smaller organisations in both the for-profit and not-for-profit sectors are likely to have 

specialist expertise (Behrends, 2007), and thus non HR specialists must be able to assist with 

this certification.  Importantly, not-for-profit organisations must recognise that tailored 

rewards for volunteering will lead to improved retention of this younger cohort, even as they 

move into paid employment. 

 

Given the reliance of many not-for-profits on the ‘grey army’ of older people (Broadbridge 

and Horne, 1994) it is also important that the recruitment and retention strategies for this 

group speak to their motivations and reward desires.  It has already been noted that a change 
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in employment status from employment to retirement (Birkett, 2013) is seen by older people 

as an opportunity to spend increased time working on a voluntary basis (Duberley et al., 

2014).  This may be particularly pronounced with an unforeseen or unplanned shift, for 

example through a Covid-19 influenced redundancy or severance.  With regard to recruitment 

of this older group, not-for-profits should follow what we have termed a Lifestyle Change 

approach.  This should allow these volunteers to apply the skills that they already possess, 

thereby retaining an important link with their paid work identity as they transition into 

retirement (Cook, 2015; Ibarra, 1999; Sargent et al., 2013), whilst also allowing for the 

creation of new social links as they leave the paid workplace (Grönlund et al., 2011). 

 

With regard to retention, what we term as a Social Benefits approach should be followed.  

The older group are less likely to need any kind of formal certification, as they do not require 

this for paid career advancement.  What is clearly shown, however, is the desire amongst this 

group to obtain ongoing social benefits, even though this is not always noted as an initial 

motivation to volunteer.  Different sized organisations may, however, find differing levels of 

ease with which to offer this sort of reward.  A newer or smaller organisation may have fewer 

volunteers with whom to socialise, and also may be based on meeting an immediate need as 

seen in the for-profit sector (Stewart and Knowles, 2000).  Networks of not-for-profits may 

be able to collaborate to overcome these issues.  As these workers move into a new 

employment status which may challenge their identity formation (Barnes and Parry, 2004) 

and which may be aided by some sort of continuation with previous career (Schau et al., 

2009), it is clear from our findings that once involved in volunteering, a larger proportion of 

older people see increased social interaction as a reward (57.9%) than those who initially 

cited it as a motivation (39.3%), and thus incorporating social activities alongside voluntary 

work will increase retention.  As with the Certification approach toward younger people, this 
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carries little, if any, cost for not-for-profits.  However, by tailoring rewards towards the 

requirements of the different age groups, not-for-profits will be able to improve the retention 

of their volunteers. 

 

What is clear from our findings is that volunteers should not be considered as a homogeneous 

group.  It is also clear that not-for-profits need to utilise more insights from for-profit 

organisations, particularly related to human resource management, in order to recruit and 

retain volunteers.  While much literature in the not-for profit sector has concentrated on 

financial donation (e.g. Authors, 2021; Wunnava and Lauze, 2001), both younger and older 

people are able to offer time donations.  However, it is clear that these groups have some very 

different motivations to volunteer, and also differing desires for reward.  By following 

tailored recruitment and retention strategies in this new context, these not-for-profit 

organisations can maximise the potential pool of volunteers, whilst also optimising rewards 

for those who volunteer. 

 

Future research may identify how organisations have operationalised the recommendations 

here.  The use of comparative methods including ANOVA and Chi-square can be extended 

with regression to identify satisfaction with regards structured approaches to retention and 

recruitment.  Moreover, contextual effects on recruitment and volunteer strategies, such as 

the type of volunteer organisation, may also be investigated.  While beyond the scope of this 

paper, the need for further research is apparent to refine and continue to develop the findings 

included here for the benefit both of individuals and volunteer organisations. 
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Table 1:  Pro-Social Behaviour by Age Group  

 

16-24 65+ 25-64 

Civic participation in last 12 months*** 21.7 29.5 32.9 

Formal volunteering or informal help in 12 

months*** 

57.6 53.0 59.9 

Informal help in last 12 month*** 48.7 44.2 51.5 

Formal volunteering in last 12 months 31.7 31.3 34.4 

Employer volunteering in last 12 months*** 4.5 0.5 6.6 

(*** p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05), figures are % 
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Table 2:  Motivations to Volunteer 

Item 16-24 65+ 25-64 

I wanted to improve things/help people* 53.1 47.2 57.3 

I wanted to meet people/make friends 35.2 39.3 26.2 

The cause was really important to me*** 26.1 38.2 38.7 

My friends / family did it*** 26.7 16.8 19.7 

It was connected with the needs of my family/friends 12.4 11.5 24.7 

I felt there was a need in my community*** 18.4 28.5 27.7 

I had spare time to do it*** 26.7 35.2 22.9 

I felt there was no one else to do it*** 2.5 6.0 8.7 

It's part of my religious belief to help people** 12.9 23.9 19.4 

It's part of my philosophy of life to help people*** 11.2 25.6 23.1 

I thought it would give me a chance to learn new skills*** 40.6 7.2 16.2 

I thought it would give me a chance to use my existing 

skills* 

24.2 19.7 22.1 

It helps me get on in my career*** 24.9 0.5 7.3 

It gave me a chance to get a recognised qualification*** 9.1 0.5 1.8 

      (*** p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05), figures are % 
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Table 3:  Rewards for Volunteering  

Item 16-24 65+ 25-64 

I meet people and make friends through it*** 44.5 57.9 43.3 

I get satisfaction from seeing the results* 50.4 56.3 63.4 

It gives me a chance to do things I'm good at 23.2 25.9 25.7 

It makes me feel less selfish as a person* 15.6 21.1 21.9 

I really enjoy it  57.4 61.3 56.7 

It broadens my experience of life*** 35.5 18.0 27.0 

It gives me a sense of personal achievement* 29.8 23.5 29.2 

It gives me a position in the community  6.3 4.3 6.9 

It gets me 'out of myself'*** 7.1 23.0 10.7 

It gives me more confidence*** 27.1 6.2 10.3 

It makes me feel needed*** 6.3 17.1 10.6 

It improves my physical health  12.7 10.9 7.2 

It makes me feel less stressed  7.3 5.6 8.6 

It gives me the chance to improve my employment 

prospects*** 

12.7 0.2 3.5 

It gives me the chance to learn new skills*** 27.1 5.2 11.9 

It gives me the chance to get a recognised 

qualification*** 

5.2 0.3 1.4 

(*** p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05), figures are % 

  



 
 

36 

Diagram 1: Tailored Recruitment and Retention Strategies  

 Recruitment Retention 

16-24 Skills Development Certification 

65+ Lifestyle Change Social Benefits 
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